OUR BOYHOOD'S FAVOURITE:   RIDER HAGGARD   251

as a serial in the New Review] as a book it appeared in 1890, the
same year as Allan's Wife and Beatrice.

Lang was right in gauging the limited appeal of The World's
Desire, but it retains devotees to-day among scholars who are not
much given to reading fiction. The story is an allegory, illustrat-
ing man's eternal search for ideal beauty, the world's desire, and
the inevitable thwarting of success in his search by his acceptance
of counterfeit beauty. Odysseus is made to renew his wanderings
after his reunion with Penelope at the end of Homer's Odyssey;
forsaken by his patroness Athene, he is sponsored by Aphrodite,
who shows him the vision of ideal beauty in the shape of golden
Helen, and sends him to Egypt, where Helen lives as a goddess in
a temple, awaiting the coming of" the wisest and bravest of men,"
who shall "sleep at last in the arms of the fairest of women." He
resists the allurements of Meriamun, the Pharaoh's Queen, who
seeks to play the part of Potiphar's wife, but on the night of his
nuptials with Helen, Meriamun practices her magic arts to appear
to him in the shape of Helen, and forgetting Aphrodite's warning
that he shall know Helen by the Star of Love worn in her bosom,
by which star he was to swear fidelity to her, he swears by the
human-headed Snake of Evil, and lies with Meriamun. "To Love
he turns, in Lust he shall be lost!" In expiation of his crime, at
the orders of Aphrodite, he wages war for the Egyptians against
his own people, and mortally wounded by the shaft of Telegonus,
his own son by Circe, dies in the arms of golden Helen without
possessing her. Theflawin thestory is that the reader's sympathies
are strongly enlisted in favour of Meriamun, a tragedy queen in
the mould of Lady Macbeth, whose resolute pursuit of her
passions endows her personality with colour, far surpassing the
lay figure of Helen and the uninspired heroism of the "crafty"
Wanderer. This was Stevenson's feeling about the story when
he wrote from Samoa his congratulations to Lang, enclosing a
set of humorous verses beginning,

"Awdawcious Odyshes,
Your conduc* is vicious,
Your tale is suspicious
An' queer."